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(57) A charging method in interactive on-line service 
where a server and terminals of users are mutually con- 
nected by means of a transmission medium, and a pre- 
determined service is provided from the server to the 
terminals via the transmission medium, and the fee for 
such service is collected from each user individually. 
The charging method comprises the steps of opening, 
in the server, an imaginary account for a child of the rel- 
evant user with a limited maximum amount, and with- 
drawing from the imaginary account the fee for the serv- 
ice provided to the user's child. The server can provide 
a predetermined service to the relevant user's child with- 
in a range of the limited maximum amount preset in the 
imaginary account. And when withdrawing the fee from 
the imaginary account, the server can restrict the serv- 
ice providable to the terminal. Thus, the parent enables 
his child to receive a desired on-line service, such as 
on-line shopping or video-on-demand, on the basis of 
the child's own judgment by setting an upper limit of a 
service utilisable by the child and still limiting the serv- 
ices providable for the child, hence realising promoted 
utilisation of the service by children. 
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1 EP 0 725 

Description 

The present invention relates to a charging method 
and a charging system adapted for use in interactive on- 
line service or mail-order sale such as on-line shopping s 
or video-on-demand service. 

In a conventional charging system where a central 
server and home television receivers are mutually con- 
nected by means of a cable and the server distributes 
video or data to the television receivers and charges m> 
each user individually for the service offered, it is gen- 
erally customary that the charging process is executed 
by utilizing the user's credit card. In this case, the user 
acknowledges the charge by inputting the number of his 
credit card every time a service is received. Then the is 
service provider company receives the fee from a credit 
company, and the credit company mails a bill with a de- 
tailed account to the actual user to thereby demand pay- 
ment of the fee. 

Thus, in the conventional charging system, any per- 20 
son other than the owner of a credit card is unable to 
receive the provision of a service. Since none of children 
under age has a credit card in general, there exists a 
problem that a child is incapable alone of receiving a 
service. 25 

In an attempt to solve the above problem, there may 
be contrived an idea of giving general credit cards to 
children as well. However, this idea is considered un- 
practical under the present circumstances where a cred- 
it card is usable similarly to cash. Meanwhile in a situa- 30 
tion where any child is permitted to use his parent's cred- 
it card, it may probably occur that some unnecessary 
charge is demanded of the parent. Consequently, when- 
ever the child wants to receive a certain service, the par- 
ent is obliged to input the number of his credit card each 35 
time to approve provision of the service, and therefore 
it follows that the child is not allowed to receive the de- 
sired service unless the parent is always with the child, 
hence raising an issue that the child's independency is 
impeded. 40 

On the other hand, as viewed from the service pro- 
vider company, there exists a problem of probable fail- 
ure in promoting utilization of the service by children. 

It is an object of the present invention to enable a 
child to receive a desired on-line service on the basis of 45 
his own judgment by setting an upper limit of a service 
utilizable by children and still limiting the services provi- 
dable for children, hence realizing promoted utilization 
of the service by children. 

According to a first aspect of the present invention, so 
there is provided a charging method in interactive on- 
line service where a server and terminals of users are 
mutually connected by means of a transmission medi- 
um, and a predetermined service is provided from the 
server to the terminals via the transmission medium, ss 
and the fee for such service is collected from each user 
individually. This charging method comprises the steps 
of opening, in the server, an imaginary account for a 




'6 A2 2 

"i 

child of the relevant user with a limited maximum 
amount, and withdrawing from the imaginary account 
the fee for the service provided to the user's child. 

The server can provide a predetermined service to 
the relevant user's child within a range of the limited 
maximum amount preset in the imaginary account. 

And when withdrawing the fee from the imaginary 
account, the server can restrict the service providable 
to the terminal. 

According to a second aspect of the present inven- 
tion, there is provided a charging system in interactive 
on-line service where a server and terminals of users 
are mutually connected by means of a transmission me- 
dium, and a predetermined service is provided from the 
server to the terminals via the transmission medium, 
and the fee for such service is collected from each user 
individually. This charging system comprises a setting 
means for setting an imaginary account of each user's 
child with a limited maximum amount, and a charging 
means for withdrawing from the imaginary account the 
fee for the service provided to the relevant user's child. 

The server can provide a predetermined service to 
the relevant user's child within a range of the limited 
maximum amount preset in the imaginary account. 

And when withdrawing the fee from the imaginary 
account, the server can restrict the service providable 
to the terminal. 

In the charging method or the charging system of 
the present invention where an imaginary account of 
each user's child is opened in the server, the fee for the 
service provided to the relevant user'schild is withdrawn 
from the imaginary account. Therefore the charging 
mode is changeable in accordance with the serviced us- 
er. 

In one modified charging method or system of the 
present invention, a child is permitted to receive provi- 
sion of a predetermined service within the limited max- 
imum amount preset in the imaginary account, so that 
it is possible to prevent any excessive utilization of the 
service by the child. 

And in another modified charging method or system 
of the present invention, the service to be provided is 
restricted when the fee is withdrawn from the imaginary 
account. Consequently, it becomes possible to restrict 
provision of any service that is not suited for participation 
of children. 

The invention will be further described by way of 
non-limitative example, with reference to the accompa- 
nying drawings, in which:- 

Fig. 1 shows a constitution of an exemplary embod- 
iment representing the charging system of the 
present invention; 

Fig. 2 is a flow chart showing a flow of equivalents 
in the constitution of Fig. 1; 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram showing a detailed consti- 
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tution of the charging system in Fig. 1 ; 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart showing an example of a charg- 
ing process executed when a child is serviced with 
a game program; 

Fig. 5 is a flow chart showing an example of a proc- 
ess executed on a closing day of a month in a serv- 
ice provider company; and 

Fig. 6 is a flow chart showing an example of a proc- 
ess executed when a parent sets a balance in his 
child's imaginary account. 

Fig. 1 shows a constitution of an exemplary embod- 
iment which represents the charging system of the 
present invention, and Fig. 2 shows a flow of equivalents 
in the constitution thereof. First at step S1 , a parent sets 
an imaginary account 2, which is to be used exclusively 
for charging his child, in a server/processor 1 (setting 
means, charging means) installed in a network service 
company. As will be described later with reference to 
Fig. 2, the server/processor 1 consists of a server (data 
base) la and a management computer 1b. Next at step 
S2, an adequate amount is preset in the charging imag- 
inary account 2. Suppose now that an amount of $50 is 
preset in the imaginary account 2. 

Subsequently at step S3, the child operates a dis- 
play device 4 such as a television receiver (hereinafter 
referred to as TV) and transmits a charge request for a 
desired service to be received, such as on-line shop- 
ping, video-on-demand or game, to the server and proc- 
essor 1 via a set-top box 3. And simultaneously the 
child's identification data is also transmitted with the 
charge request. As a result, the fee for the desired serv- 
ice relative to the charge request is withdrawn from the 
child's imaginary account 2 preset in the server/proces- 
sor 1. 

In case the fee for the desired service relative to the 
child's charge request is $20 for example, an amount of 
$20 is withdrawn from the current balance $50 in the 
imaginary account 2, whereby the balance is reduced 
to $30. And at the end of each month, the service pro- 
vider company submits a bill of the total amount ($20 in 
this example) during the month to a credit company as 
a credit for the parent. 

Thereafter at step S4, the credit company sends a 
detailed statement and a bill to the parent at the end of 
the month to thereby claim payment of the total fee ($20 
in this case) in that month. The present situation regard- 
ing utilization of the service can be checked by inquiring 
at the server/processor 1 without the necessity of wait- 
ing for arrival of the detailed statement from the credit 
company. 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram showing the charging sys- 
tem of Fig. 1 in further detail. The set-top box 3 installed 
in each contractor home transmits or receives data to 
or from a service provider company via a cable or the 



like and supplies the received predetermined data to the 
display device 4 such as a TV, or transmits to the service 
provider company a signal which corresponds to a pre- 
determined command obtained by manipulation of an 
s undermentioned remote controller 6. 

The display device 4 is capable of displaying char- 
acters, patterns or pictures corresponding to predeter- 
mined data supplied from the set-top box 3. The remote 
controller 6 outputs a predetermined command to the 
io set-top box 3 for selecting a desired service such as a 
game program to be transmitted from the service pro- 
vider company, or for approving the charge. 

In the server (data base) la of the service provider 
company, an imaginary account 2 of the contracted us- 
is er's child is opened, and there are recorded data of the 
user inclusive of his credit card number and so forth 
specified at the time of contract. The management com- 
puter 1 b transmits or receives predetermined data to or 
from the set-top box 3 installed in each contractor home 
20 for updating the balance of the imaginary account 2 
opened in the server la, or for reading out some other 
data therefrom or writing predetermined data therein. 
Further the computer 1 b is capable of transmitting or re- 
ceiving other data such as charge data to or from the 
25 credit company via a telephone line, network or cable. 

In a server (data base) 5a of the credit company, 
various data inclusive of users names, addresses and 
so forth are recorded. In response to an inquiry or a 
charge request based on a predetermined credit card 
30 number from the service provider company, a manage- 
ment computer 5b retrieves from the server 5a the user's 
name and address corresponding to the relevant credit 
card number, and sends a bill to the address. In case 
the credit company and the contractor home are mutu- 
35 ally connected via a telephone line, network or cable, it 
is possible to execute an on-line demand for payment. 

For example, when a desired service such as a 
movie is selected by manipulating the remote controller 
6 in a contractor home and a purchase of the relevant 
40 service is commanded, this command is supplied from 
the set-top box 3 via the cable to the service provider 
company. At this time, the set-top box 3 supplies also 
an inherent user ID simultaneously to the service pro- 
vider company. Then the service provider company rec- 
45 ognizes a purchase demand of the desired service by a 
predetermined user who is identified by the user ID. 

In the service provider company, the credit card 
number stored correspondingly to the user ID, which is 
supplied from the contractor home, correspondingly in 
so advance at the time of contract is retrieved from the 
server la, and an inquiry and a charge request are exe- 
cuted to the credit company via a network or the like. 
And a desired service demanded for purchase, i.e., a 
movie in this example, is transmitted via a cable to the 
55 contractor home. 

In the credit company, the fee for the service is de- 
manded to the user in response to the charge request 
from the service provider company, while the fee for the 
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service is paid to the service provider company. As de- 
scribed above, a demand for payment of the fee to the 
user is executed by mailing a bill or by on-line transmis- 
sion of the necessary data in case the credit company 
and the contractor home are mutually connected via a 
telephone line or the like. 

In the case of an access by a child, it is regarded 
as a partial charge to his parent and is so processed in 
the credit company. More specifically, the imaginary ac- 
count 2 of the child opened in the service provider com- 
pany is set actually in his parent's account, so that the 
fee withdrawn from the child's imaginary account 2 is 
withdrawn actually from his parent's account. 

For the purpose of enabling the server/processor 1 
to recognize an access by a child, it is possible to devise 
the system in such a manner that a child needs to input 
a predetermined code number when making a charge 
request, or that a remote controller is prepared to be 
used exclusively by the child and, when a desired serv- 
ice is selected or a charge request is made by manipu- 
lating such a remote controller, it is regarded as an ac- 
cess by the child, and then predetermined identification 
data of the child is transmitted from the set-top box 3 to 
the server/processor 1. Consequently, the server/proc- 
essor 1 is rendered capable of recognizing whether the 
accessing user is a child or not. 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart for explaining the detailed op- 
eration of the charging system performed when a child 
is serviced with a game. First at step S11 , a child selects 
a desired game program by manipulating the TV 4 or 
the remote controller 6, and approves a charge for the 
fee. Then the identification number of the selected game 
program and a charge request thereof are transmitted 
from the set-top box 3 via a predetermined cable to the 
server/processor 1 . 

Subsequently the operation proceeds to step S12, 
where the server/processor 1 recognizes a charge to the 
service requested by the child, i.e., a game program in 
this case, and makes a decision as to whether the fee 
for the requested service is less than or equal to the bal- 
ance in the child's imaginary account 2, that is, whether 
the balance in the imaginary account 2 is sufficient or 
not. And if the result of such a decision signifies that the 
balance in the child's imaginary account 2 is insufficient 
for the fee of the game program, the operation proceeds 
to step St 6 where a message indicating insufficiency of 
the balance is displayed on the screen of the TV 4. Then 
the operation returns to step S11 , and the steps subse- 
quent thereto are repeated. 

Meanwhile, if the result of the above decision signi- 
fies that the balance in the child's account 2 is sufficient 
for the fee of the game program, the operation proceeds 
to step S1 3, where a check message of confirmation is 
further displayed on the screen of the TV 4 for example. 

Thereafter the operation proceeds to step S14, 
where the server/processor 1 makes a decision as to 
whether the child has pushed the check button or not. 
More specifically, when the child has pushed the check 
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button provided for confirmation on the TV 4 or the re- 
mote controller 6 while watching the check message dis- 
played on the screen of the TV 4 at step S13, then a 
corresponding signal is transmitted from the set-top box 
5 3 via a cable or the like to the server/processor 1, so 
that the above decision is made in accordance with this 
signal. 

If the result of the decision at step S1 4 signifies that 
the child has not pushed the check button, the operation 

10 returns to step S11, and the steps subsequent thereto 
are repeated. Meanwhile, if the result of the above de- 
cision signifies that the child has pushed the check but- 
ton, the operation proceeds to step S15 where the fee 
for the service is withdrawn from the imaginary account 

is 2, and the entire process is completed. 

In the fee charging process to the child in this em- 
bodiment, it is not necessary for the child to input any 
credit card number differently from a usual case where 
a parent receives a service. Accordingly, there is no 

20 method of ascertaining if the user is really a regular con- 
tractor or not. However, the amount is not much since 
the account is an imaginary one for charging a child and, 
considering an advance approval of the parent who is 
an actual owner of the credit card, a simpler means has 

25 been selected for convenient utilization of any service 
by the child. If this selection raises a problem, a modifi- 
cation can be achieved with facility to further enhance 
the safety by necessitating the child to input a code 
number. 

30 Fig. 5 is a flow chart for explaining the detailed op- 
eration performed in the service provider company. First 
at step S21, the situation of the service utilization and 
the balance are referred at the end of each month by 
the server/processor 1. Next at step S22, a decision is 

35 made by the server/processor 1 as to whether any serv- 
ice has been utilized or not. 

If the result of the above decision is negative to sig- 
nify no utilization of any service, the operation proceeds 
to step S25, where the entire balance in the imaginary 

40 account 2 is carried forward to the next month. Then the 
operation returns to step S21 , and the steps subsequent 
thereto are repeated. Meanwhile, if the result of the de- 
cision at step S22 is affirmative to signify utilization of 
some service, the operation proceeds to step S23. 

45 At step S23, a detailed statement of the service and 
the fee therefor are sent by the parent's credit card 
number to the credit company. 

Then the operation proceeds to step S24, where the 
current balance in the imaginary account 2 is carried for- 

50 ward to the next month by the server/processor 1 . After 
that, the operation returns to step S21, and the steps 
subsequent thereto are repeated. 

In this case, only the amount used is billed to the 
card company, and the current balance is carried for- 

55 ward to the next month. It is usual that the balance tends 
to decrease as the child is provided with a service and 
pays the fee for the same. However, in an exemplary 
future case where the child receives a prize by giving a 
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correct answer in a quiz program or the like or by winning 
in an on-line game, the balance may increase due to 
transfer of the prize money to the imaginary account 2. 
Since it is impossible in this system to cash the balance 
in the imaginary account 2, the prize money is con- 
sumed also in a form of on-line shopping or the like, so 
that the service provider company can acquire a merit 
that the cash never flows out therefrom. 

Fig. 6 is a flow chart for explaining the operation per- 
formed when a parent sets a balance in a child's imag- 
inary account 2. Initially at step S31, the parent opens 
the child's imaginary account 2 in the server/processor 
1 in the service provider company. 

Then the operation proceeds to step S32, where the 
parent inputs an initial amount to be preset in the imag- 
inary account 2 and further inputs his credit card 
number. Subsequently the operation proceeds to step 
S33, where the server/processor 1 inquires of the cor- 
responding card company to make a collation as to 
whether the inputted credit card number is correct or not. 
And if the result of such a collation signifies that the in- 
putted credit card number is not correct, the operation 
returns to step S31 and the steps subsequent thereto 
are repeated. Meanwhile, if the result of the above col- 
lation signifies that the inputted credit card number is 
correct, the operation proceeds to step S34. 

Then at step S34, the balance of the amount input- 
ted at step S32 is set in the imaginary account 2. 

The processing flow for opening a new imaginary 
account 2 is similar to that for practically opening a bank 
account. This idea is derived from a prepaid card such 
as a telephone card, and the right of spending a fixed 
amount of money, which is spendable freely by a child, 
is purchased by his parent in advance using the parent's 
card number. The service provider company first in- 
quires of the card company to ascertain if the card 
number is correct or not, then opens an imaginary ac- 
count 2 and presets a predetermined amount therein. 

Thus, in the service for providing information to 
each home via a cable, telephone line or network as de- 
scribed above, it becomes possible for a parent to easily 
manage his child's utilization of the information provi- 
sion type service by opening a child-charging imaginary 
account in the server/processor 1 in the service provider 
company. 

In an example where a parent opens his child's im- 
aginary account 2 in the server/processor 1 and, in the 
same manner as to give a cash allowance to the child 
per month, presets inthe account 2 the amount equiv- 
alent to the child's monthly spending money, the parent 
is rendered capable of managing the child's expense 
properly so that the child may not spend much amount 
carelessly for the service, hence realizing prevention of 
any trouble that results from purchase by the child in 
mail order or the like, e.g., any trouble relative to pur- 
chase of unnecessary commodities or payment there- 
for. 

Meanwhile, as viewed from the service provider 



company, participation of children to the service can be 
promoted to consequently increase expectable charg- 
ing amounts, since the parent opens the above-de- 
scribed imaginary account 2 and presets a predeter- 

s mined amount therein, whereby the child is permitted to 
receive a desired service on the basis of his individual 
judgment even in the absence of the parent in front of 
the set -top box 3. 

Further, any service can be provided in a state 

10 where the independency of each child is respected, so 
that it becomes possible for the child at home to have 
quasi-experience of a business transaction extremely 
similar to a real one. 

It is a matter of course that the parent can grasp the 

'5 contents of the detailed account statement on the basis 
of the bill sent from the credit company for settlement, 
and is informed successively of the details by receiving 
from the service provider company the report of the im- 
aginary account 2 in the server/processor 1 , without the 

20 necessity of waiting for delivery of the detailed account 
statement. 

And due to the construction where the balance of 
the imaginary account 2 is displayed on the display de- 
vice 4 such as a television receiver, the child is enabled 

25 to be conscious of paying an equivalent for the provided 
service, and this brings about an advantage of raising 
the independency of the child. 

Opening the child's imaginary account 2 is quite 
similar to the case of giving a family credit card to the 

30 child and limiting the amount of its credit. However, al- 
though a general credit card is usable as cash in nearly 
entire business transactions, this electronic imaginary 
account 2 is totally different therefrom in the point that 
it is available merely in the world of interactive on-line 

35 service such as on-line shopping or video-on-demand. 
Therefore, in contrast with the case of a credit card 
where the situation of service utilization is transmitted 
with a detailed account statement sent per month, it is 
possible in the imaginary account to successively mon- 

40 rtor the situation with a merit of on-line service. For ex- 
ample, a parent manipulates the TV 4 or the remote con- 
troller 6 to transmit a command, which is used for mon- 
itoring the situation of service utilization in the imaginary 
account 2, to the server/processor 1 via the set-top box 

45 3. Then, in response to the command from the TV 4 or 
the remote controller 6, the server/processor 1 inquires 
into the situation of service utilization in the imaginary 
account 2 and transmits the result via the set-top box 3 
to the TV 4. Consequently, the current situation of serv- 

so ice utilization in the imaginary account 2 is displayed on 
the screen of the TV 4. Since the child's imaginary ac- 
count is thus opened, an application program for ena- 
bling the parent to successively monitor the child's serv- 
ice utilization can be constructed with facility. 

55 in case a child is permitted to carry an ordinary cred- 
it card with him, it is impossible for his parent to limit the 
place where the child may use the card. According to 
the present invention, however, the parent is capable of 
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preventing his child's access to any undesirable service 
by previously restricting some programs which are se- 
lectable by the use of the child's imaginary account 2. 
Consequently, provision of any service or information 
unsuitable for participation of children can be restricted. 

Although in the above embodiment the server/ proc- 
essor 1 and the set-top box 3 are connected mutually 
via a cable, any other transmission medium such as a 
telephone line, an optical fiber cable or a network cable 
may also be employed for the connection. 

Further, a monthly withdrawal from the imaginary 
account in the above embodiment is changeable to be 
weekly, daily or per service utilization. 

Thus, according to the charging method or the 
charging system of the present invention in interactive 
on-line service, an imaginary account for a child of the 
relevant user is opened, and the fee for the service pro- 
vided to the user's child is withdrawn from the imaginary 
account. Therefore the charging mode is changeable 
depending on the person to be provided with the service, 
whereby the child's utilization of the service is rendered 
allowable under supervision of the parent. Consequent- 
ly it becomes possible to promote participation of chil- 
dren to the service to eventually enhance the added val- 
ue of the service. 

In one modification of the charging method or sys- 
tem, the child is permitted to receive provision of desired 
service within a range of the limited maximum amount 
preset in the imaginary account, so that any excessive 
service utilization by the child is rendered preventable 
to consequently eliminate any excessive charge. 

And in another modification, providable service pro- 
grams are limited at withdrawal of the fee from the im- 
aginary account, so that it becomes possible to restrict 
provision of any service that is not suited for participation 
of children, and therefore the content of the service can 
be changed in accordance with the serviced person. 

The invention may be embodied in other specific 
forms without departing from the spirit or essential char- 
acteristics thereof. The present embodiment is therefore 
to be considered in all respects as illustrative and not 
restrictive, the scope of the invention being indicated by 
the appended claims rather than by the foregoing de- 
scription and all changes which come within the mean- 
ing and range of equivalency of the claims are therefore 
intended to be embraced therein. 



Claims 

1. A charging method in interactive on-line service 
where a server and terminals of users are mutually 
connected by means of a transmission medium, 
and a predetermined service is provided from said 
server to the terminals via the transmission medi- 
um, and the fee for such service is collected from 
each user individually, said charging method com- 
prising the steps of: 



opening, in said server, an imaginary account 
for a child of the relevant user with a limited 
maximum amount; and 

5 withdrawing from said imaginary account the 

fee for the service provided to the user's child. 

2. A charging system in interactive on-line service 
where a server and terminals of users are mutually 

io connected by means of a transmission medium, 
and a predetermined service is provided from said 
server to the terminals via the transmission medi- 
um, and the fee for such service is collected from 
each user individually, said charging system com- 

15 prising: 

a setting means for setting an imaginary ac- 
count of the relevant user's child with a limited 
maximum amount; and 

20 

a charging means for withdrawing from said im- 
aginary account the fee for the service provided 
to the relevant user's child. 

25 3. a charging method according to claim 1 , or system 
according to claim 2, wherein said server provides 
the predetermined service to the relevant user's 
child within a range of the limited maximum amount 
preset in said imaginary account. 

30 

4. A charging method according to claim 1 , or system 
according to claim 2, or any claim dependent there- 
from, wherein, when withdrawing the fee from said 
imaginary account, said server restricts the service 

35 providable to the terminal. 

5. The charging method according to claim 1 , or sys- 
tem according to claim 2, or any claim dependent 
therefrom, wherein, in response to an input code 

40 number preset for the relevant user's child, said 
server identifies an access by the child and then 
withdraws from said imaginary account the fee for 
the service provided to the relevant user's child. 

45 6. A charging method according to claim 1 , or system 
according to claim 2, or any claim dependent there- 
from, wherein, in response to input identification da- 
ta indicative of the child and added in the terminal 
by a manipulation of the child's exclusive remote 

50 control means, said server identifies an access by 
the child and then withdraws from said imaginary 
account the fee for the service provided to the rel- 
evant user's child. 

55 7. The charging method according to claim 1 , or sys- 
tem according to claim 2, or any claim dependent 
therefrom, wherein, in response to an input request 
generated by a manipulation in the terminal for con- 
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firming the situation of service utilisation in said im- 
aginary account, said server transmits to said ter- 
minal the data representing the situation of service 
utilisation in said imaginary account. 
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